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It hardly seems fair to place a man in Hell and then to punish him when he shows
fear. Yet this was standard procedure in the British army in World War I. Using recently
released court martial records, Corns and Hughes-Wilson attempt to explain Britain’s use
of the ultimate punishment in terms of the military, medical, and social mindsets of the
time.
The book begins and ends well, with essential background information at the front
and ruminative discussion at the back. In between, however, is a tedious bog. Here, the
authors summarize case after miserable case, each reported in exactly the same numbing,
repetitive pattern. The authors have not reported all 346 British military executions—it
just seems like they have.
Words like “heart-rending” and “poignant” are sometimes used, but such
emotions never really emerge from the page. There’s no flesh on these old bones, and,
though it is clear the authors themselves see their subjects as individuals, the men who
were shot remain only names.
Nevertheless, this is an important work and a valuable resource and is
recommended for both public and academic libraries.
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